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At Home with

Eilidh
McRae

In our series of interviews
with inspirational women,
VERNE MAREE chats to
harpist Eilidh McRae in
the River Valley apartment
where she lives with
h e r N e w Yo r k e r
husband Kevin
Foy and their
15-monthold daughter,
Kyla.
Portrait by Hart Tan
of Tomato Photo
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First of all, where does your
name come from, and how is it
pronounced?
It’s Scottish Gaelic and it’s
pronounced “Ay-lee”. Although
my parents are Australian, I was
born and brought up in Scotland;
they had moved there so that
my lawyer father could pursue
his love of the bagpipes. Mum
and Dad have now retired to
the Gold Coast, but they still
spend three months a year in
Scotland so that he can continue
to judge the annual piping
competitions. My dad, Malcolm
McRae, is highly respected in the
piping circles – last year, he was
awarded the Balvenie Medal for
services to piping.
How did you become a
harpist?
The eldest child, I was born
into a musical family. My parents
were keen for all four children
to learn an instrument, and
one day they brought home a
clarsach (Irish harp) to our house

148

REEilidhHarpist.indd 148

in Cannich, north of Inverness. At
one stage, all four of us played the
clarsach, but only one sister and I
continued it to professional level.
I started harp lessons at the
age of seven. My parents used
to drive me for two hours to my
lessons; it was a real commitment
from them. We had a B&B, and
to me it was quite normal to do
a breakfast concert for our guests
before setting off for school!
At 12, I went to a boarding
school near Glasgow that offered
scholarships for students of
traditional music, and played
both the smaller clarsach and
the big pedal harp. I did well
academically, so could have
chosen any of a number of fields
of further study. But my parents
had given me the rare opportunity
to develop my musical skills,
and I loved the harp – even now,
it doesn’t feel like work – so I
moved to London and did my
undergraduate degree at Trinity
College of Music and a postgraduate diploma in performance
at the Royal Academy of Music.

How did you and Kevin meet?
It was while I was at the Royal
Academy and living in a mews flat
in London; he was in an adjacent
flat while on contract from New
York. After seeing me lugging my
huge instrument up and down the
stairs a number of times, he finally
got round to asking me what it was.
Not that he offered to help!
Then followed a three-year longdistance courtship – I was still in
London, and he’d been transferred
back to his New York Lehman
Brothers job.
I was resident harpist at the Park
Lane and Langham Hilton hotels and
freelanced with a number of major
orchestras and pop bands, including
Scottish band Travis. I also did a
lot of work with a flautist on Live
Music Now, a programme headed
by the late Lord Yehudi Menuhin that
sponsored musicians to take music
into the community: schools, oldage homes and prisons. We travelled
throughout the UK, and these
performances and the reactions
we received showed me the real
power and meaning of music.
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What took you to Thailand for seven years?
In 2003, I was invited to be the resident teacher
and performer at the Tamnam Prathak Harp Centre.
I loved Bangkok, and after my initial posting I went
on to carve out my own career there. I taught at
three international schools, held residencies at a
number of luxury hotels and was also principal
harpist with the Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra.
Kevin and I travelled a lot during this pre-kid
period, and were lucky to have a wonderful group
of friends.
What brought you to Singapore?
Kevin had moved to Bangkok because of me, but
we moved to Singapore in August last year when
his role at Kim Eng became more global. Kyla was
only two months old then, but about six months
ago I started promoting myself for work.

For a student, it is better to have a harp at home,
as regular practise is important for steady progress.
However, I once had a group of four pupils who did
not have harps at home, but came in for half-hour
lessons twice a week, and they all got to Grade One
level within a few months.
The pedal harp looks difficult to move; how do
you manage?
It’s fairly easy once you’ve learnt the technique of
manoeuvring it onto its little trolley. It’s all about the
pivot points. And now that I have a car – a spacious
Nissan Murano – my transportation problems are
solved! eL
For weddings,
g , events,, recitals or teaching,
g,
contact Eilidh McRae on 9235 0723. www.harpnyc.com

What do you prefer, performing or teaching?
I like to have a good balance between the two. In
Bangkok, I did more teaching; here, so far, it’s been
mainly performing, including concerts with the
Singapore Lyric Opera and with the Philharmonic
Winds. I played at a concert in the Botanic Gardens,
and was amazed by the thousands of people who
turned up to picnic on the lawn and enjoy the
music. It was wonderful!
I look forward to taking on more students. Having
had such wonderful teachers in my youth, I see
teaching as a way of giving something back to
music; I feel fortunate to have had the opportunity to
learn this beautiful instrument to such a high level,
and I would like to pass on my skills and experience.
At what age do you recommend children start
learning to play the harp?
Around six or seven. Not only is a younger child’s
concentration span sometimes too limited, but the
hands are physically too small. I can teach younger
children simpler pieces, though, and music theory
can be taught at any age. The harp is rewarding in
that you can produce a lovely tone right from day
one, unlike the flute or violin, and pick out tunes
that you already know.
What does a harp like yours cost?
You’d pay about US$35,000 for a professional
harp like this, but there are many more affordable
student models. My smaller Celtic harp would cost
between $3,000 and $4,000, and this is the type of
harp that most students would begin to learn on.
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